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Contact: Clare Kelly, UM Continuing Education, (406) 243-4626.
VEILED WOMEN, VEILED TRUTHS:
UM CONFERENCE LOOKS BEYOND WESTERN STEREOTYPES OF ISLAM
MISSOULA —
A picture may speak a thousand words, but when we in the West see the image of a
veiled woman, we hear only one: oppression.
We make assumptions. She is Muslim. She is forced to cover herself, either by the laws
of her land or the tenets of her religious faith. She lives in a culture different from our own —
one that denies women even the most basic rights, such as choosing how to dress herself. In
some instances, these assumptions would be correct. In many others, they would not.
For, as the lectures, films, literary readings and art exhibits in The University of
Montana’s upcoming conference on veiling show, the veil has as many different meanings - to
the women who wear it and to the cultures using it —as a picture has words.
“Islam, Women, the Veil and the West,” set for April 28-30, will offer more than 40
presenters on the veil’s meaning, context and religious significance -- or lack of it. Presenters
from all over the world will explore the Q’uran - the Islamic holy book - and the ahadith collected sayings of the Prophet Muhammad. They will consider veiling in countries from
Morocco to Turkey to West Africa to Indonesia and will look outside the Islamic faith to
consider veiling in Jewish and early Christian cultures, as well.
All workshops, lectures and exhibits in “Islam, Women, the Veil and the West” are
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free and open to the public. For a complete schedule and summaries of all the presentations,
visit http://www.umt.edu/ce/ and select “Islam, Women, the Veil and the West Symposium.”
As we in the United States struggle to understand the religion and lifestyles of the
people with whom we are engaged in warfare, transcending stereotypes can be the most
difficult yet crucial step. This conference aims to increase our knowledge of not only women
and their issues in the context of the world’s fastest-growing religion, but also to shed light on
Islam and religious freedom in general.
Do women wear the veil because they are oppressed, or do they choose it as a symbol
of freedom —from the male gaze, to express their religious affiliation or to wield power over
their own bodies? Does the veil hide women from male desire or enhance it? Does it decrease
women’s power or augment it?
They’re asking these very questions in France, where students have been banned from
wearing the veil or any other symbol of religious expression to school. They’re discussing
them in Germany, where teachers have been banned from wearing head scarves to school, and
in Turkey, where women are forbidden to veil themselves in public.
The conference will explore these issues and many others in three days of presentations
including five keynote addresses by prominent thinkers from Islam and beyond. These will
include Slavoj Zizek, a Slovenian activist who ran for president of his country and serves as its
Ambassador of Science. He also is one of the world’s foremost philosophical and
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psychological researchers and writers. Zizek speaks at noon Friday, April 29, in the Gallagher
Business Building (room to be announced) and at 7 p.m. in the Urey Lecture Hall.
Other conference highlights include:
■ Gilad Elbom’s satirical scrutiny of the wall going up in Israel, which he calls a
“concrete veil” designed to keep the affluent “beautiful” Jews from having to look at the
“ugly” impoverished Arabs. Elbom speaks at 3:45 p.m. Thursday, April 28, in Continuing
Education Room 204.
■ “Voices from Behind the Veil, 2004,” 21 minutes of interviews with Egyptian
women - some veiled, some not - on their lives, religious beliefs and expectations, 11:15
a.m. Saturday, April 30, University Center, third floor.
■ New Yorker Farida Majid’s assertion that the all-encompassing hijab is not Islamic
and her exploration of the struggle of women and girls in Muslim cultures to regain and retain
their rights, 2:15 p.m. Thursday, April 28, Continuing Education Room 204.
■ A sociological analysis of the Muslim veil in modern Egypt, Turkey and Iran by
Mohammad Hassan Khalil of Ann Arbor, Mich., who asserts the veil is the fundamental
symbol of Islam and much more for the women who choose to wear it.
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